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INTRODUCTION

Shortly after the Historic American Buildings Survey was re-
activated in 1957, public concern for the preservation and

study of the significant historic architecture of the Virgin
Islands grew because of rapid land development. The postwar
years had brought an econcmic prosperity to the Islands that
they had not enjoyed since the early nineteenth century when
sugar production was at its peak and the Island: ' great wealth
had been created. This rapidly expanding economy, based to a
great extent on tourism, has threatened many important structures
that had been left untouched since the time when the Islands were
a Danish colony.

The National Park Service has led the way in the preservation
of both the natural and man-made "resources" of the Islands.
In 1952 the Christiansted National Historic Site was e-tab-
lished following a proposal by the St. Croix Landmarks Society.
Under a co-overative agreement with the Virgin IslandsGovern-
ment, the Government House and Vharf Area of Christiansted
were preserved "as excellent examples of the Danish economy
and we- 7 17fe." In 1956 Congress authorized the estab-
lishment of the Virgin Islands National Park following the
presentation of 5,C00 acres of land on St. John by Jackson
Hole, Inc., Laurence Rockefeller, president. The Park Service's
active involvement not only in the preservaiion of the Islandc*®
resources, but also in the precgervation of the culture and
economic life, has promted the HABS to make permanent records
of the best examples of the Islands' historic architecture.
Charles E. Peterson, former HALS Supervising Architect of the
Eastern Office, Design and Construction in Philadelphia,
initiated a recording program in the Virgin Islands in 1958
with a commission for photographic work on St. Croix given to
the nationally known photosravher Fritz Henle and a commission
on St. Thomas given to Don Toschi. Historical and architectural
research was underteken by Frederik C. Gjessing, the National
Park Service architect responsible for the Service's preser-
vation and restoration progrem in the Ceribbean area. Many of
the measured drewings and rmuch of the research that form a
part of this restoration progrem have been incorporated in the
HABS records. Mr. Gjessing's work was supported by Herbert
Olsen, National Park Service historian, and by Philip E. Gardner
and J. Michael Everett, Haticnal Park Service architects. This
_-oplrecording wac also augmented by additonal photographic
work by National Park Service photographer Jack E. Boucher in
30 In 1965 work was undertaken to complete these records



under the direction of James C. Massey, HABS Supervisory
Architect; recent research in the summer was carried on by
Dr. Osmund Overby, Professor of Art History at the University
of Missouri and National Park Service architect in Washington
and the Virgin Islands.

In 1960 the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen,
Denmark, sent a small exploratory expedition, comprised of
four members of their architectural faculty, to -risit the
Islands. They collaborated with the National Park Service,
and arrangements were made to send out an expedition of
faculty and students to "map out, register, survey, and
photograph towns, street-interiors, and buildings of historic
value." In 1961 twenty-five teachers and students from the
Academy arrived in the Virgin Islands for a two-month
recording expedition in Charlotte Amalie, Christiansted,
and Frederiksted. A selection of the extensive measured-
drawings records made by this team--the originals of which
are part of the Academy's collection in Copenhagen--have
been incorporated in the HABS photo-data books.

The historical and architectural data, photographs, and
measured drawings included in this publication are a sample
selection of the records that had been made by and for the
Historic American Buildings Survey for its archives at the
Library of Congress. Copies of this material can be obtained
through the Division of Prints and Photographs, Library of
Congress, Washington, D. C. 20540.

The University of Missouri through the Research Council and

Dr. Osmund Overby, Professor of Art History at the University,
has made this publication possible. The University has
performed a valuable service in making these studies of the
Historic American Buildings Survey much more widely available
to g~™olars and architects. Because of this generosity, copies
of these HABS documents are for the first time widely available
in university and public libraries throughout the country.



CUSTOMHOUSE AND POST OFFICE,
Now CHRISTIANSTED LIBRARY

Christiansted
St. Croix

Virgin Islands



HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY HABS No. VI-4

CUSTOMHOUSE AND POST OFFICE,
NOW CHRISTIANSTED LIBRARY

Address: South side Christiansted Wharf Square, at foot
of Hospital Street; Christiansted National
Historic Site, Christiansted, St. Croix, Virgin
Islands.

Present Ovmer: Government of the Virgin Islands.

Present Occupant Christiansted Library.

and Use:

Statement of Christiansted, as the chief port of St. Croix,
Significance: was an important trading center in the 18th and

PART T.

19th centuries; it exported large quantities of
sugar, rum, and molasses. This building, which
was the Christiansted Customs House from the 1760's
to 1878, was therefore of considerable importance
to the economic life of the community, and is now
preserved as part of the Christiansted National
Historic Site.

HISTORICAL INFORMATION
Physical History

ds Original and subsequent ovmers: Government of the
Danish West Indies to 1917. Government of the Virgin
Islands since.

2. Dates of erection and architects: Part of the ground
floor of the building dates back to 1751-52. The
remainder of the ground floor built 1805, Fr. von Meley,
architect. Second story bYuilt 1828-30, Johannes von
Magens, architect; subsequently modified 1840-42,
Albert Lovmand, architect.

Supplemental Material: The history of this building has been
studied in detail by National Park Service Historian Herbert
Olsen, primarily through documentary material in the Danish
and American National Archives. The following information

on the building has been extracted from his Historic
Structures Report, Part I, Library Building (014 Danish
Customs House and Post Office), August 1961, copies at
Virgin Islands National Park Headquarters, St. Thomas,

and Fastern Office, Division of Design and Construction,
National Park Service, 143 South Third Street, Philadelphia:




CUSTOMHOUSE AND POST OFFICE,
now CHRISTIANSTED LIBRARY
HABS No. VI-4 (Page 2)

SYNOPSIS OF GENERAL HISTORY

1734-38 Sometime during this era, a one story, half-timbered ware-
house measuring about 50 feet by 20 feet was erected in the
wharf area of Christiansted by the Danish West India and
Guinea Company.

1742 A two story, half-timbered, shingled house was built next
to the warehouse as a residence for the bookkeeper of the
Danish West India and Guinea Company.

1751 The Privy Council of St. Croix decided to remove the second
floor of the bookkeeper's house and to enlarge the ground
floor in masonry.

1751-52 A new house was constructed for the bookkeeper next to the
warehouse. Records indicate that it was one story high;
was built of "Bermudes Steen', a form of sandstone imported
from Bermuda; had a shingled roof; neasured approximately
42 feet by 19 feet externally; and had several buildings.

1765 The Governor General of the Danish West Indies and the Privy
Council of St. Croix proposed to the Danish State Government
that a new customs house be built to replace the existing
and dilapidated one. This is the first time that the "book-
keeper's" residence is referred to as the '"customs house .

1768 The Danish State Government approved the construction of a
new customs house in Christiansted. However, even though
materials for its construction were bought in 1769, it was
never built.

798-9 An arcade having six brick pillars was added to the north
side of the customs house, thereby increasing ground floor
dimensions to 42 feet by 29 feet. A new shingled roof with
one large and four small dormers facing north-south was laid
on the building. Other renovations, including an exterior
stairway and platform to the second floor, increased altera-
tion costs to 4,400 Rigsdalers.

1802 Efforts to repair the old warehouse proved fruitless when
it collapsed, and the building was completely torn down and
removed from the site.

1805 A new warehouse matching the customs house in design was built
next to the customs house by Thomas and John Aylmer at a cost
of 8,500 Rigsdalers. The customs house was reshingled and
the platform of the exterior stairway was altered to conform
to that of the new warehouse.
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1823 The wooden second story of the customs house was reported
to be in danger of falling dowvn. The colonial government
submitted a request to the home govermment for authorization
to rebuild the second story in brick.

1828-29 Customs Treasurer Testmann was awarded a contract to rebuild
the second story of the customs house for the sum of $5,625
Danish West Indies currency. The wooden second stories of
both the customs house and the adjoining warehouse were re-
moved. A new brick second story measuring about 60 feet by
30 feet by 14 feet, with parapet, was erected. A flat brick
roof was laid over the remaining one story area of the ware
house, which was also somewhat shortened and squared off in
the process. Although not included in the original plans
and contract, an extension of about 26 feet by 10 feet was
built on the north side of the customs house, and access
to the second story was provided by means of a stairway
erected on the east side of this extension.

1840-42 The colonial government decided to convert the second floor
of the customs house from a residence for the customs treasurer
into offices for the customs service. The exterior stairway
on the east side of the northern extension of the building
was torn down and replaced by the existing stairway on the
north side of the extension. The remaining one story sec-
tion of the 1805 warehouse was torn dovm and removed. All
outbuildings and enclosures around the customs house were
torn down. Sunshades were erected on the east, south, and
west sides of the building, and a picket fence was put up
between the wooden supports of the sunshades.

1847 A new flat brick roof was laid on the building by Carpenter
G. Meyer, and interior finishes in the second story were
completely redone because of water damage.

1902-03 Sometime during this period, a sloping corrugated metal roof
was laid over the existing flat brick roof, and the height
of the parapet was consequently doubled to hide the altera-
tion.

1926-27 The post office moved to other quarters, and the building
was converted into a library.

GENERAL CONSTRUCTION DATA

Building Inspector von Meley submitted the requested plans and
estimates for a new warehouse to the colonial government in April
1803, and they were sent to the home government for approval. How-
ever, the home government refused to approve the plans because they
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called for an expenditure of 9,768 rigsdalers, which was thought to
be excessive. Von Meley was called upon to prepare a new set of
plans and specifications for the warehouse, therefore, and this time
they were approved by the home government at an estimated cost of
7,926 reigdalers. The contract for the construction of the building
was subsequently awarded to Thomas and John Aylmer on April 17, 1805,
for the sum of 7,000 rigsdalers.

Comparison of von Meley's plans of 1803 and 1804 indicate that
he achieved the cost reduction in his second set of plans and esti-
mates primarily by eliminating dormers from the roof of the ware-
house. However, while the building was under construction, the
customs inspector and the broker, who were to occupy the attic offices,
objected to the lack of dormers on the grounds that their offices
would be unbearably hot. These officials agreed to pay 1,500 rigs-
dalers out of their own pockets for the construction of dormers.
As a result, the facade of the new warehouse, when completed in
September 1805, matched the customs house in appearance.

. on April 29, 1823, when the Building Commission conducted
its annual inspection of public buildings, the second story of the
customs house was found to be in such poor condition that is was
feared that it would fall dowvm in a heavy storm, to say nothing of
a hurricane. The commission recommended that the second story be
torn dowvm and replaced by a masonry second story measuring 45 feet
by 30 feet by 12 feet, inclusive of a parapet around a flat brick
roof. The existing masonry pillars of the arcade were to be arched
over to bear the north wall of the new second story.

In view of the expense involved in the commission's proposal,
the colonial government submitted it to the home government for
approval. More than a year and a half elapsed before the home govern-
ment replied, and then it was to complain that the proposal was not
clear enough and to request that detailed plans and estimates be sub-
mitted for approval.

Building Inspector von Magens was ordered by the colonial govern-
ment on July 13, 1825, to prepare three sets of plans and specifications
for the following: (1) a masonry second story on the customs house
as a residence for the -~ustoms treasurer and removal of the remainder
of the wooden second story on the warehouse, which was to be covered
with a flat roof; (2) a masonry second story on the customs house
and retention of the wooden second story of the warehouse; and (3) a
new wooden second story on the customs house and retention of the
wooden second story of the warehouse.

Magens prepared the necessary plans and specifications and sub-
mitted them to the colonial government on September 7, 1825, and
in turn, they were transmitted to the home government on January 24,
1826. The latter approved the first of Megens' proposals, and
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Governor General Peter von Scholten so informed Magens on December

14, 1827. The contract was subsequently awarded to Customs Treasurer
Testmann on March 19, 1828, for the sum of $5,625.42 Danish West Indies.
currency, mainly because Testmann offered to build the second story
about 10 feet longer than called for in the plans and estimates at no
extra cost to the government.

Like the 1823 proposal for the rebuilding of the second story,
Magens' plans provided for the erection of a brick masonry second
story measuring 45 feet by 30 feet by 12 feet, inclusive of a parapet
around a flat brick roof laid on pitch pine beams and lath. To per-
mit the erection of the north wall, the existing pillars of the arcade
were to be arched over. An exterior brick stairway was to be erected
on the north side of the building to provide access to the second
story; and the stairway was to be supported on two arches, have a 10-
foot-square platform at the *top, and be provided with a masonry
railing.

Construction of the new second story and completion of the
other alterations called for was finished by February 1830. However,
the completed builcding differed in some importent respects from von
Magens' plans.

First, the new second story wasactu~lly almost 60 feet long,
or 15 longer than proposed, which meant that some 17 feet of the
ground floor walls of the warehouse erected in 1805 were incorporated
into the new two story customs house. This alteration in the plans
must also have made it necessary to erect a masonry wall or pillars
in the ground floor of the warehouse to support the west end wall of
the second story.

Secondly, because of the lengthening of the second story, the
exterior stairway and platform on the north side of the building was
not built as proposed. Instead, the existing extensicn was built in
its present dimensions, and a brick steirway was erected to a door in
the east side of the extension.

Thirdly, the warehouse section was shortened and squared off at
its western end.

Fourthly, the number of windows and doors in the walls of the
second story was changed.

No sooner had the new second story been built that the flat
brick roof began to leak, and it was {ound necessary to cover it with
an elacstic compound.

On August 31, 1840, the colonial government ordered the build-
ing inspector to prepare a plan for the conversion of the second story
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residence into customs offices, and the building inspector's recom-
mendations were carried out by Architect Albert Lovmand between
November 1840 and May 1842. The exterior brick stairway on the east
side of the extension was torn down and replaced by the existing
brick stairway on the north side of the building and extension.
Wooden sunshades were erected on the east, south, and west sides of
the building, and a wooden picket fence was erected between the up-
right posts which supported the sunshades. The roof was repaired

and ceiling boards were removed in the second story so that roof leaks
could be more readily detected. Glass windows were installed in all
second floor windows which faced east and south. The new offices in
the second floor were papered. A masonry partition was erected in
the ground floor to create an additional room. The one story remainder
of the warehouse attached to the west end of the customs house was
torn dovm. All outbuildings -- kitchen, servants' quarters, etc. --
were also torn dowm, since they were no longer necessary now that the
second story was to be used for offices; and the brick walls and
wooden fences which had formerly enclosed the customs house yard

were torn down. In virtually all essentials, therefore, the customs
house had emerged as the free-standing, two story masonry building
seen today in Christiansted.

In 1832, the building was appraised at $3,840 Danish West Indies
currency.

As early as 1844, the flat brick roof was found to be leaking.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

The contract for the new roof was awarded to Carpenter G. Meyer
on March 11, 1847, who completed the job by June 17. Subsequently,
Meyer also redecorated the interior fo the second floor, which had
been damaged by incoming water.

The subsequent history of the customs house is largely one of
routine maintenance and minor alterations. However, in 1902-03,
the flat brick roof was leaking so badly that a corrugated metal
roof was laid over it. This alteration made it necessary to raise
the height of the parapet several feet in order to conceal the new
roof.

USE

Throughout the history of the building, the ground floor rooms
have been used as offices, residence, and storerooms by the Book-
keeper of the Danish West India and Guinea Company, the Customs Depart-
ment of the colonial government (including the ship's broker, the
treasurer, the inspector, and the postal service), the Building Inspec-
tor of the colonial government, various offices of the Virgin Islands
Government after 1917, and more recently by the St. Croix Museum, Inc.,
for exhibit purposes.
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The second story was used as a residence until 1841, at which
time it was converted into offices for the Customs Department. In
1878 the post office was moved from the first to the second floor,
where it occupied most of the offices until 1926. 1In the following
year, the second floor was converted to use as a public library.

Prepared by Osmund R. Overby, Architect
National Park Service
August 1965

PART TI. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION
A. General Statement

1. Architectural character: The construction and the plan
are typical of meny of the buildings in the island. The
heavy masonry walls with characteristic arcades, bands
and keystones are repeated here. The plan has a gallery
and arcades in front of the main rooms. Of note is the
treatment of the parapet wall, both old and recent sec-
tions, with broken bands at ascending levels over the
main door, second floor. The first floor contains 18th
century masonry walls; the building, however, was
enlarged and considerably changed during the early 19th
century and in its present form has the architectural char-
acter of the later period. It contains many of the
finishes and details from the early 19th century rebuilding.

2 Condition of fabric: The general exterior condition of
the building is fair. The masonry except for some flaking
of stucco is sound. The roof leaks and has caused some
deterioration along the rear interior wall. The floor
boards are badly infested with termites and in need of repair.

B. Description of Exterior

1. Over-all dimensions: Two stories; rectangle with gallery
and grand staircase--40' x 60' (plus grand staircase).

2 Foundations: The foundation is assumed to be of the
same material and construction as the walls.

3. Wall construction: The walls and piers are of masonry
rubble and brick, 1'-6" to 2'-0" thick. The system of
support from front to rear consists of the staircase with
two arched passageways, the forward three-bay arcade sup-
porting the second-floor gallery, the seven-bay main arcade
supporting the front wall, the rear wall of the arcade
supporting the interior masonry wall on the second floor
and the rear and end walls. All the walls of the
main rectangle and forward gallery have a continuous
parapet wall. Eight feet out from the sides and rear
wall are wooden columns every eight feet, two stories






